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	1. Chapter 1

**If you know me, and have read my work before, you're probably ramming your head against a wall. "Oh no, Ami's started ****_another _****one she probably won't finish in the next three years!" Well, I intend on actually trying this time. *pulls at collar* I'm getting better at finishing things, you know.**

**All warnings about sparse updating aside, I've always disliked crossovers where the two stories are meshed together - badly. You can't just shove characters into their new roles completely like they've always been! Experiences change character. You also can't make the characters just like the characters they're replacing. Where's the fun in that? You're just changing the names! So I'm trying to make a successful crossover. It might be a bit rocky, but hang in there. I have some delightful plot twists in store for all who hang in with me.**

* * *

><p>Astrid tucked her hair behind her ear and surveyed the room. She'd never admit it, but she took satisfaction in a clean home. Everything was neat, and orderly. Sunlight flowed through cracks in the ceiling. It warmed her. Astrid fancied herself a creature of sunlight. She never felt quite as pleased with life as she did on days when clouds only dotted the sky and the sun was free to its designs. Today was a good day. Astrid let a grin escape her usually solemn face. Tomorrow was her birthday.<p>

She glanced out the window. Her smile faded. If only she could get _out_ there. She stepped to the window, perching her palms on the window frame. The golden brown stone was warm from sun exposure. Leaning over, she gazed at the land below . . . the only piece of outside she had ever seen. It was a fresh, inviting green. Mother sometimes graced her with a flower. Astrid pretended that such a thing was trivial, but she always delighted in the splash of natural green. She had tried to duplicate it with her paints, but somehow the exact hue could never be replicated.

Astrid twisted, her back snapping with the turn, and looked around her home - her tower. She wasn't the best of painters, but an abundance of time and not much else to do gave her practice. She'd painted all sorts of things, all over the walls and ceiling. Astrid fingered her hair. Mother said it was a blessing, but to Astrid, it only helped her as a healing power and a climbing rope. The rope made it easier to trapeze about the beams above her head. The healing aided her whenever she lost her footing. That happened less and less - Astrid was naturally agile, and she'd spent many hours balancing on the beams above to improve her grace. Mother thought climbing and balancing and twisting around was incredulously and indignantly unladylike - "Astrid, I can see straight up your dress!" - so Astrid had recently taken to such gymnastics only when Mother was out.

Which she was now. Astrid glanced out the window, towards the cave that served as an entrance to her little cove. Mother had not yet arrived. Astrid had questioned Mother about her doings - about any hint as to the outside world other than Mother's many horror stories and warnings - but Mother usually scolded Astrid harshly.

The teen girl's eyes were drawn to the clock adorning the wall. It was already three in the afternoon. Mother had promised to be early today so they could spend more time together. Astrid sighed, plopped onto the window sill, and swung her feet around so they hung off the ledge. She wiggled her bare toes in the fresh, invigorating air and basked in the sunlight.

"I've cleaned, I've swept, I've polished, I've mopped, I've shined," she murmured to herself in a torturously bored monotone. "I've read, I've painted, I've played guitar, I've knitted-" Astrid grimaced at that. "- I've had lunch, I've baked, I've sewn, I've made candles, I've played chess, I've climbed." She groaned at the ceiling. "I've read _more, _I've painted _more_, I've climbed _more."_ Her gaze returned to the outside world. Despite her plethora of daily activities, she'd done this all before. The same things - every day. Nothing every changed.

Astrid wanted a challenge. She wanted an adventure - a chance to prove she could survive and even defeat the horrors of the outside world. She knew she could do it. Nobody would touch her hair. Thugs and ruffians would cower at her feet. The plague would halt in its tracks. Poison ivy would shrink into the ground. Quicksand would petrify itself in terror. If only she were allowed out there, she knew she would be fine.

Astrid knew that she couldn't spend all her days in this little corner, only hearing fragments of stories of the world beyond. She couldn't hide forever. That wasn't living. This cowering in a tower was not living. Being held back by fear and convention was not living. She didn't feel alive here. She needed to go.

Staring out the window at the great and dangerous world beyond, she grimaced in determination. "When will my life begin?"

* * *

><p>"Haddock!" Hiccup could hear Snot and his gang bellowing his name from a few yards away. He quickly and quietly advanced to the next branch of the tree he was hiding in. He clutched at his leather satchel, refusing to let his mind yet again drift onto the important contents of the bag - and the reason he was being chased by three very strong, very brutal, and very furious thugs.<p>

If only he could escape to the borders of kingdom land! Hiccup scowled and mentally scolded himself for stationing his only true advantage over these guys so far away from where he actually needed his friend.

Hiccup glanced down and tensed to see Tuffnut Thorston at the foot of his hiding perch. The long-haired criminal was searching the bushes for Hiccup. "I'll get you, Haddock," Tuffnut snarled. "That thing is rightfully ours, Pretty Boy."

"And we want it back," snapped an equally threatening low voice. Hiccup knew, from many run-ins with these particular adrenaline junkies, that the voice belonged to Tuffnut's twin sister, Ruffnut. They were the notorious Snotlout Jorgenson's cronies, and they enjoyed any command to beat up whoever annoyed their boss.

The boy in the tree glanced at his satchel and, for the thousandth time, cursed its contents. He had to have it. It was an infuriating but true fact. He would be in huge trouble and deep quicksand if a few thugs managed to disappear with it in their grasp. Why did it have to be so difficult to obtain and keep?

He looked around for another tree he could hop into. He needed to escape these nutcases. Hiccup spotted a fairly sturdy-looking branch jutting out of a tree a few feet away from his current perch. The teen knew he wasn't athletic, but the fact that he was so lithe and skinny for his age allowed him to jumped farther than hefty people like Snotlout could. Sucking in a deep but silent gasp of air, Hiccup bent his knees and focused on the chosen branch.

"Hey, he's up there!" There was no time to plan. Hiccup launched himself into the next tree. He barely made it onto the thick wooden beam. Immediately, he picked out more branches, hopping from one to the other quickly as he could. He could hear the crashing footsteps and angry shouts of the terrible trio as they chased through the forest floor after him.

Hiccup knew this forest well. He could see the border of the kingdom lands ahead. Though available sturdy branches became sparser and sparser, Hiccup was determined to escape. He stopped on a branch, took a deep breath, and let out a screeching, snarling roar. If his pursuers seemed surprised by his actions, they didn't stop to ponder their surprise. Hiccup tuned out their noise and listened. He grinned as a roar like his own responded to him. Hiccup rushed ahead, laughing confidently now. He would make it. These psychos, if he was lucky, would never see him again. Hiccup winced a bit. His luck had never helped him much in the past. He would most likely encounter them again. He clenched a hand around his satchel, felt for his precious cargo, and smiled. At least he had the crown.

He leaped onto the final branch, and grinned. He was now officially out of danger. Wrapping his arms and legs around an adjacent tree trunk, he shimmied up into the canopy. Switching over to a taller tree, he shoved a foot onto a small branch, gazing across the forest. A black blur soared toward him. Hiccup leaped off the tree and into the air. Within seconds, he landed with a hard thunk onto his best friend and only advantage.

"Hey Toothless," Hiccup said, scratching his cheerful dragon behind the ears. "Nice timing, as usual."

The obsidian-black dragon snorted, as if assuring Hiccup that his timing was nothing if not perfect. Hiccup rubbed Toothless' back and smiled. This – his perch atop his beloved dragon – was his favorite place in the world. Surely this is where he belonged. Glancing around to check that nobody was noticing his huge scaly secret, he sighed happily.

"Alright, bud," Hiccup yelled over the wind whistling past them. "Let's find a place to rest, alright?"

The dragon purred in agreement. He jerked his large head to the slight left. Hiccup gazed forward to see a cluster of rocky mountains . . . with the tip of a tower pointing out from a valley between the rocky peaks.

Patting his dragon thankfully, Hiccup called, "Nice! We'll spend the night there too!" As his dragon turned towards the highlands, Hiccup briefly held the worry that somebody might live there. He immediately expelled the thought. To live in the middle of nowhere meant you had something to hide. And Hiccup knew that of everyone in this corner of earth, he was the only one with such colossal secrets.

Or . . . so he thought.

* * *

><p>"Astrid, darling!" Astrid snapped to attention, a small smile sneaking onto her face. Mother was the only one she could talk to without sounding crazy. In one fluid motion, she leaped to her feet and twisted her hair around the hook hanging from the roof.<p>

"Coming, Mother!" The girl watched as her hair tumbled down towards the grassy green expanse. It seemed almost eager to meet the natural world. Astrid felt a small weight and tug as her mother wrapped the end of Astrid's hair around her foot, grabbed Astrid's locks, and tugged impatiently. Astrid grabbed her hair, careful to keep it from tugging at her scalp, and began pulling her mother up. When Astrid was younger and her hair shorter, her mother had used a trap-door in the floor to venture in and out of the tower. More recently, Mother had decided that was too inconvenient and demanded that Astrid fashion a pulley system with her hair. Astrid didn't mind, though her mother tended to make the end of her hair a bit dirty by stepping on it all the time.

Finally, her mother stepped onto the platform and promptly embraced Astrid. Astrid hugged back. Though she and her mother didn't always agree, they did love each other for certain.

"How you do that all the time," her mother gasped, pulling back and rubbing at Astrid's chin. "It must be exhausting, darling!"

Astrid flexed her arms covertly, hoping her mother would notice the lean but well-developed muscles there. Maybe if Mother could see Astrid had gained strength, Astrid would have a better shot of venturing outside. "It's nothing," the girl assured her mother confidently.

The curly-haired woman's lip curled a bit as she gently whacked Astrid's head a few times. "Then I don't know why it takes so long," she said mockingly. Astrid's shoulders fell a bit, and her mother laughed. "I'm just joking, darling. Stop taking everything so seriously!" Astrid forced out a chuckle. Her mother dragged her over to the large, oblong mirror in the corner.

"You look nice," Astrid mumbled. If she didn't compliment her mother quickly, the woman would launch into a rant of self-pity. Astrid didn't enjoy it at all.

"Thank you, dear," the woman said, examining her face for any new and unappealing wrinkles in her face. She pulled her dark cherry lips back to examine her gleaming white teeth. Combing through her locks, she plucked at the few grey hairs hiding in her long black hair. Astrid tried to be patient. This happened every day. Nothing ever changed.

Next was Astrid's turn. Her mother grabbed her hand and forced her a bit closer to the mirror. "Dear, do you know what I see?" Mother didn't bother to let Astrid reply, but continued. "I see a beautiful, confident young woman."

Astrid looked at her reflection in the mirror. She smiled a bit. Mother had never called her beautiful befo-

"Oh look, dear, you're there too!" her mother shouted, elbowing her with a laugh. Astrid's smile faded. She should have known. Mother always told her that the teen's only redeeming feature was her lovely golden hair. The rest . . . Mother kind of chortled and sniffed at.

Astrid's mother looked at her, wrapping an arm around her daughter's shoulder and pinching her cheek sharply. "I'm kidding, dear, I'm only kidding. You look alright. You'll look much better in your present." Astrid attempted a laugh. It didn't come out very well. The girl pushed away the sting of her mother's comments and firmed her chin.

"Well, Mother, I have something I really wanted to talk to you about," she announced.

Her mother flapped her hand in the air. "Dear, that can wait. I'm feeling rather tired." Astrid huffed at the implication.

"Of course, Mother," she said, oozing respect and care into her voice and expression. Astrid broke away from her mother and tugged the woman toward the rocking chair permanently perched beside the hearth. Astrid grabbed the familiar wooden hairbrush and stool from a corner, shoved her mother into the rocking chair, hopped on the step, and shoved the hair brush and her hair into her shocked mother's hands.

Taking a deep breath, Astrid launched into the eternally familiar song, spewing it out as quickly as she could.

"_Flower, gleam and glow,_

_Let your power shine,_

_Make the clock reverse -_

_Bring back what once was mine._

_Heal what has been hurt,_

_Change the fate's design,_

_Find what has been lost -_

_Bring back what once was mine,_

_What once was mine."_

"Astrid!" Mother yelped, digging her nose into her daughter's locks as she tried to absorb as much of the glow the hair emitted as she could. "Why-"

"So!" Astrid said loudly. She would have to spit this out as speedily as she could before her mother interrupted. "Mother, as you probably know, my birthday is tomorrow, and-"

Her mother chuckled and poked at Astrid's nose. "Oh, no, dear! I distinctly remember - your birthday was last year!"

Astrid smiled to appease her mother. Through clenched teeth, she groaned, "That's the thing about birthdays. They're an annual thing." Before her mother could offer any other comment, Astrid plunged on. "I'm turning eighteen tomorrow. As you can see, I'm not a little girl anymore." As she spoke, she flexed her muscles again - not so covertly this time. "I can handle myself. Now, instead of spending any money, I have a different request." She put on her most blindingly bright smile. "I would like to venture into town to see the annual golden stars."


	2. Chapter 2

"The . . . the what? I mean, darling, Astrid, what are you talking about?" Mother stared at her daughter. Astrid bit her lip in frustration. Mother knew about the golden stars. Every year, for years, Astrid had pointed them out to her mother. Every year, Mother pretended the golden stars didn't exist.

Mother frowned at Astrid. "Don't bite your lip, dear. It's already so scarred. Very unattractive." Astrid opened her mouth, letting her lip slide from between her jaws.

The teen girl pressed forward. "Mother, every year, golden stars appear in the sky on my birthday. _Only _on my birthday. There's something about them – they're not natural."

Astrid's confidence faltered as her mother laughed and began examining herself in the mirror again. "Dear, they're only stars. That's all."

Astrid huffed. She raced over to a lever on the wall and yanked at it. The windows slammed shut, and instantly the ceiling lit up with Astrid's proudest accomplishment – the star map. For years, Astrid had charted the stars. Every star, every constellation, every comet, every movement was recorded on the ceiling. Astrid had carefully added intricate details over time. She loved it. It was, to be honest, her only true connection to the world beyond.

As her mother gazed up at Astrid's designs placidly, Astrid began speaking again. "Stars appear in the sky for more than a day. These can't be normal stars. They only show up on my birthday, and . . . I want to know why." She raced to her mother's side, flipping the mirror so only the dark brown wood panel could be seen. Ignoring her mother's annoyed glare, Astrid said, "I can do this, Mother. I want to have an adventure. This won't be dangerous!"

"W-won't be dangerous?!" Mother sputtered. "Dear, Astrid! Have you not forgotten why you are here?"

Astrid tucked a rebellious strand of hair behind her ear impatiently. "Yes, yes, yes," she huffed. "The ruffians and thugs and poison ivy and quicksand and disease and bugs and men with pointy teeth-"

Her mother wrapped her arms around the now furious girl. "And people who want to use your powers for selfish reasons! I brought you here to keep you safe, darling. Don't you appreciate what I have suffered to help you?"

"Of course I appreciate it," Astrid insisted. Carefully measuring her next words, she bit her lip. At a scowl from her mother, Astrid quickly released her jaw and massaged her lips with warm fingers. If she continued, Mother might balk and might never let her venture outside. Or she just might give the three-letter word Astrid so desired. The reward was worth the risk. Astrid looked her mother in the eyes with all the confidence and respect she could muster. "Mother, I've been training. I can do this. I can go outside. I'll cover my hair, and I'll lie about my powers. If anyone gives me trouble, I can defend myself! _I can do this._"

Mother's eyes turned cold. Astrid felt small for a moment, before her natural assurance returned. Still, it stung when her mother whispered, "You cannot."

Astrid turned away, feeling her blue eyes leak tears against her will. She squeezed her lips together and breathed deeply. The urge to cry melted away. She clenched and unclenched her fists. Her palms felt sweaty from the nervousness of asking the request of Mother. Her star chart hovered above her head. It seemed to mock her. She would never escape. She would always be here. She would not live.

From behind her, Astrid heard Mother let out a melodramatic groan. "Oh, now I'm the bad guy. Lovely," she murmured just loud enough for Astrid's benefit. Astrid's stomach twisted with slight guilt. Did she truly have the right to demand even more from her mother? She had already worked so hard on Astrid's behalf.

"I-I'm sorry," Astrid whispered, turning to face her mother. Mother smiled sweetly and embraced her daughter.

"Oh, dear, I love you ever so much," the woman crooned into Astrid's hair.

Astrid smiled at the familiar phrase. She replied, "I love you more."

Pulling back, Mother lovingly tapped Astrid on the nose. "I love you most," she promised. Astrid felt better. Her mother was so kind to her. She could change the subject. Astrid's mind drifted back to what her mother had mentioned earlier.

"So," Astrid said, smiling. "About that present . . ."

If there was one thing Mother loved almost as much as her own appearance, it was clothes. The woman pulled back, clapping delightedly. "Oh, thank you for reminding me! I found the loveliest dress in the market today. I said to myself, 'This would look best on my daughter!' I bought it on the spot!" She rushed to the basket she carried out with her each day, pulling a checkered blanket out and onto the floor. Astrid couldn't help feeling excited as she stared at the pale blue thing laying neatly folded in the basket.

"Mind you, dear, we can't afford a new dress, so this is second-hand, but it is in good condition and you can surely adjust any problems!" Mother grabbed the gleaming, soft-looking fabric and, with a dramatic flourish, thrust it into the air. Astrid felt her eyes widen as the long, beautiful blue dress flowed through the air. Her fingers stretched into the air and caught hold of the silky fabric. It was a dress Astrid couldn't have imagined. Forgetting her usual disdain of looking nice or obsessing over clothes, she twirled around with the dress pressed to her bosom.

"Mother," she said thankfully. "This is a very nice dress."

The older woman clapped again. "I just knew even you would adore it, darling!" Astrid laughed with her. In her heart, the desire for adventure stirred. Wouldn't it be amazing to walk into town in this dress? It was a dress worthy of a quest, to be certain.

* * *

><p>The mountains were farther off than Hiccup suspected. By the time they were within a mile of the peaks and the tower, Hiccup could sense Toothless' energy draining. "Good job, bud," he yelled to his dragon. The dragon gave him a wide, toothless smile.<p>

Toothless was quite a dragon. His obsidian black coat was as reflective as glass and harder than any iron. It gleamed intimidatingly like a shark-infested ocean at midnight. The dragon was large by human standards, but not huge. From nostril to tailfins – of which he had one real one and one artificial one, on account of a treacherous accident - he only spanned two or three horses. His wingspan was larger and more formidable. Hiccup measured it at forty-eight feet, at least. The wings were batlike and mesmerizing. His head was oblong, like a more circular oval, with scales that almost gleamed blue in some lights. Toothless had bright green eyes displaying a keen intelligence and potential for mischievous behaviour. By far, however, Toothless' most interesting feature was his teeth. They were retractable. He usually displayed them only for eating or for an intimidating appearance. Most of the time, though, Toothless kept them hidden in his gums, giving him the appearance of an overgrown, scaly kitten. This appearance only intensified when he gave Hiccup – and only Hiccup – a wide and gummy dragon grin.

Some might consider it pathetic, Hiccup knew, that the teen's best friend was his dragon. Nobody did, however, because nobody knew. Hiccup had heard stories of mass paranoia and panic when a dragon was sighted in the area. He had seen dragon heads fastened to the walls of lords' castles. He knew of the considerable bounty on a dragon's hide and tender inner meat. Just the thought of Toothless gutted and lying on a platter made Hiccup sick. He took a deep breath and rubbed his buddy's scales to reassure himself that his dragon was safe. Toothless, as if searching Hiccup's thoughts, threw a comforting look back to his riding buddy. Hiccup grinned. He focused on the mountains.

"Hey, we're not that far," he shouted in relief. The morning had been strenuous – all that stealing and running and jumping and fearing for his life had sucked a fair amount of energy out of the teen. Hiccup stretched his arms into the air, yawning. He hoped whoever used to live in that tower had left a bed behind. Hiccup didn't even mind if there were some bugs. He'd slept on worse. All he wanted was to flop down on something soft without having to forage in the wilderness for something to substitute for bedding.

After several minutes, the pair finally soared above the tower. Hiccup paused to admire the lush green cove in which the turret was perched. Whoever had left here obviously had no appreciation for beauty in nature. Ah well, at least their leaving meant he could stay there for as long as he pleased. Hiccup smiled in satisfaction. Usually he never scored well in accommodations. Caves and groves were his typical resting place. The room atop the rotund stone column even looked spacious enough to house a dragon. Hiccup stretched a lean finger at a flat, flowerless spot just below the tower. He bent down, chest grazing Toothless' back so that the dragon could see where Hiccup was pointing.

The dragon hummed in agreement. Hiccup silently congratulated himself on choosing a successful landing spot. In his earlier days as a dragon rider, his choices had not been the wisest. Curving his wings downward to create a parachute-like effect, Toothless floated gracefully to the ground. The thump and disturbance associated with the landing no longer bothered Hiccup. Without pausing to orient himself, the teen slid a clasp from his belt out of a loop in the saddle and swung off his mount and onto the ground. The grass was as soft and silky as the aerial view had suggested. Hiccup looked around, appreciating the warm, almost welcoming beams of gold flowing into the cove.

He brushed imaginary dirt off his dusky green tunic and shared a satisfied, relieved grin with Toothless. "Nice job, bud," he murmured as he reached forward to scratch at Toothless' chin. Toothless wriggled in pleasure, his eyes rolling back joyfully. The teen chuckled and fell onto his knees to continue the massage. After long moments of simple companionship, Toothless lifted his chin from out of Hiccup's reach. He then nudged the boy's head to remind him of the more pressing task at hand.

"Sorry, you're right," Hiccup agreed. He laid his palms on Toothless' side and pushed himself to his feet. He gazed up at the ivy-laced turret and scowled slightly. He couldn't see any stairs, platforms, or anything that could bring him to the top of the tower. He heard Toothless snorting behind him, no doubt amused at his flightless human's predicament.

The teen twisted to smile widely at his dragon. "Think you could give me a lift?"

Toothless responded by flopping down, curling his head into himself, swing his tail around his body, and blanketing himself with his wings. From beneath his wingtips, he offered a smug look that spoke volumes.

"Fine," Hiccup huffed without too much malice. He craned his neck to study the tower. The warm blocks of stone were curved at the corners, with some decay and careless building preserving holes in the rock. The thick vines trailing down the sides of the column provided a natural rope to climb. In all, it was not as bad a climb as it first appeared. After briefly pausing to wonder at how anyone could have lived in a place with such challenging entrance procedures, Hiccup patted his satchel at his hip and ambled to the foot of the tower.

The ivy was thick-stemmed and slightly prickly. Hiccup wrapped fingers around the stalks, found footholds atop slightly loose stones, and began his ascent. It was surprisingly easier than he had expected; the climb demanded only stern holds and careful coordination. As he rose higher and higher, Hiccup sensed Toothless' anxiety. When he occasionally glanced down – for Hiccup had long since conquered any reservations concerning heights – he had to suck in chuckles as he watched his dragon planted directly below him at the foot of the tower. He smiled and called down encouragement and reassurance. These comforted Toothless slightly, and each occurrence seemed to pacify his nervous wriggling.

After half an hour of scaling the stones and vines, Hiccup finally wrapped his fingers around the large, jutting ledge of the window. He would have to let his legs hang in the air for a few moments in order to pull himself onto the windowsill. Again, his lithe, skinny frame aided him. With a grunt, he swung away from the wall. Ignoring his dragon's panicky yelps from below, the teen gripped the window frame. Hiccup knew that a fall wouldn't kill him. It might break his leg, but Toothless would ensure that Hiccup would remain mostly unharmed. This soothed his nerves, and, with a fair amount of wheezing and mild cursing, Hiccup pulled his elbows onto the ledge. After that, it was a simple task to swing the rest of his body onto the ledge.

He paused to take a breath. He sneaked a peak at Toothless, and chuckled openly to see the dragon curl up in a particularly soft patch of grass, no doubt trying to pretend he had never worried or even gotten up at all. The teen twisted to look at the window, his back crackling loudly as his spine curved. The shutters – almost doorlike – were swayed wide open. Hiccup pushed any surprise at how dark yet clean the interior looked, swung around, and hopped into the cool room. He heaved a sigh of relief and calm. The cove by itself was hard enough to find or reach, but Snot and his cronies were no doubt too lazy to climb up here. Once he slid back down and assured Toothless there was room for a dragon, both could easily stay holed up here for days.

Then a sharp pain rammed itself into the back of Hiccup's head. He felt himself freeze, before darkness invaded his vision and he toppled to the cold stone ground.


	3. Chapter 3

Chapter 3

Astrid's fingers tingled with the impact. Admittedly, she looked a bit undignified – a girl in a blue dress holding a frying pan above her unconscious attacker's head. The frying pan, however, was the most lethal object she could obtain under such short notice. It had served its temporary purpose well. She squinted to see through the brown feathery hair adorning the thug's head and smiled at the red, swelling lump forming there.

This thug was skinnier than expected. Astrid surveyed the intruder cautiously, but she couldn't help but be intrigued by him. He was the first boy she had seen. Astrid could at least tell he was a boy. She'd seen paintings of boys and girls and men in women in her picture books. This one had the definite figure of a man, but the youth of a boy. She realized, with a slight widening of the eyes, that he couldn't be any younger or older than she herself was.

Astrid felt a satisfied and proud grin spreading across her cheeks. "I did it!" she crowed softly. "I can defend myself!" She cast a reckless look in the long mirror that Mother had fixed before she'd left for the well. "I'm more than capable of survival," she announced to her reflection.

Something stirred in her memory, and Astrid immediately tensed, swinging the pan back towards the boy. She couldn't let her guard down now and risk a surprise attack. Was he truly unconscious? After poking at his leg with her pan, she decided he must be. Any conscious thug would already be up and chasing after her and her hair by now. Then she remembered the many terrifying stories Mother had told her when she was small. The men with pointy teeth. Maybe he was one of them! Ignoring the twist of panic in her stomach, she carefully laid the edge of her frying pan on his lips. With a slow bend forward, she slid the lips apart.

His teeth weren't pointy. Despite her stubborn, fearless nature, she sighed with relief. His teeth were much like hers, actually. His weren't as well-maintained– but that was to be expected of a ruthless, filthy, uneducated ruffian such as himself.

Curiosity drew her frying pan to a lock of dark, wispy hair that had fallen across his face. She used the pan to push it back.

It was her first look at an actual boy. He had strange spots dotting his skin – dark brown, irregularly sized and spaced. Astrid couldn't be sure, but it looked as if he was so dirty that patches of mud had soaked into his skin. She shuddered at the mere thought of it. How disgusting! Her eyes were drawn back to his face. He had a slightly upturned nose, thick eyebrows, and long, fluffy eyelashes. His lips were only slightly paler than her own were. He seemed . . . peaceful. Harmless, even. His arms and legs seemed too skinny and thin to do much, and he didn't have the look of an evil warrior.

Astrid's fingers clenched the frying pan tighter. That was his disguise, then! He would appear innocent, then kidnap and use some innocent person. Well, she wasn't as foolish as she might seem. Astrid straightened, glaring down at him. She could only think of one good use for him – proving herself to Mother. A smile slid onto her face. Could Mother refuse her with an unconscious thug lying at her feet? The timing of this ruffian was too perfect.

But she wanted it to be entertaining. She wanted her mother to think everything was as usual, but then her mother would see the thug. Oh, Astrid wanted to have a good view of the look on Mother's face when she took a look at him. The girl glanced around the room. Where was an easy place to hide him? The wardrobe immediately drew her eyes. It was perfect – centered, effortlessly accessible, and roomy.

She slowly laid the frying pan on the floor, then crept toward the ruffian. He seemed to be soundly asleep, but Astrid wasn't about to take any chances. She wrapped her fingers around his arms, stepping over him so that she wouldn't stumble. When she tugged him, she found he was roughly her weight – difficult to move, but not impossible. She'd been lifting furniture while Mother was out, to strengthen herself. Smothering another proud smile, she dragged the thug toward the wardrobe. When close enough, she arched a leg behind her and tapped the closet doors open with her toes. Even ballet, she realized as she balanced perfectly on one leg, had proved useful. What a concept.

Taking a deep breath, Astrid wrapped her arms around the ruffian's chest and thrust him into the closet. After stuffing his various limbs in after him, she slammed the doors shut. She sprinted to the table, dragged a chair over to the wardrobe, and tucked it beneath the door handles. Astrid laughed in delight. She leaned on the doors and grinned up at the ceiling. What had seemed impossible just a few hours ago now seemed easily within reach.

Sunlight streamed into her abode once again. Something glimmered on the floor. Astrid jumped. It was something in the ruffian's satchel . . .

She took tentative steps toward the satchel. The glimmer didn't seem harmful, but Astrid didn't trust the thug or anything of him. Her eyes fastened on the glimmer, she clenched the frying pan in her fingers. The girl swung the pan forward and poked at the glimmer. Nothing happened. She then nudged at the satchel, slowly pushing the glimmering thing out.

It seemed to be an ornate circle, almost completely flat except for a cluster of jewels poking up at one side. Astrid reached forward to touch it. It was cool metal and soothed her fingers. Her hand curled around it. She pulled it closer to her eyes, studying it. The circle gleamed in the light. It was lovely, but what was it? She slid it onto her arm, but something about it seemed unnatural and misplaced. She tried to hang it on the nose and felt the same. Then, almost trance-like, she laid it on top of her head. Twisting it so the jeweled part was at the front, Astrid rushed to the mirror. Something about it seemed . . . right. She couldn't explain it.

"Astrid!" The girl jumped. Mother had returned from scavenging for dinner. Astrid raced around, grabbing the satchel and the circle and stuffing them into a dusty pot in the corner. She hung the frying pan back on its hook in the kitchenette and sprinted to the window.

"Coming, Mother!" On habit alone, she tossed, hooked, dropped, and pulled her hair. The teen yanked harder than usual, determined to pull her mother up faster than ever before. She could hear surprised chuckling from her mother. No doubt this burst of energy was unusual to her. But Astrid couldn't wait. She had to try.

"Dear, I have a wonderful surprise for you," her mother called up after recovering from Astrid's burst of speed.

Astrid smirked a little. "So do I!" she announced.

Mother never could take a challenge. "Oh, I bet mine is bigger!"

Astrid glanced back at the closet. "I seriously doubt it," she murmured.

He had a cramp in his left leg, he couldn't see a thing, and his head was killing him. Hiccup groaned quietly, rocking his head back and forth in hopes of obliterating the ache. No such luck. With one hand, he rubbed at the now tender, burning back of his head. With the other hand, he reached out into the dark. It took a few seconds for him to figure out he was in a closet – the rectangular space, the clothes hanging above his head, the wooden walls. Why was he in a closet? Whose closet was he in? Hiccup groaned as the memories returned. He was in a tower. Something had hit him with a bang. He had toppled to the ground. Now he was in a closet. Obviously that something had been wielded by someone. He felt the doors behind him, but no matter how hard he fidgeted and pressed, they refused to yield.

"Astrid, dear!" Hiccup jumped. His head complained. Scowling at the pain, he realized that if he pressed his ear to the doors, he could hear the outside world better.

"Hello, Mother," replied the voice of a girl about his age, he guessed. Mother? Yes, the first voice had seemed older and feminine.

"Want to see my surprise?" The older woman asked cheerily. There must have been a response – a nod, probably – because the mother cried delightedly, "Yak milk! I know it's your favorite, Astrid. We can have it for dinner tonight!"

"Thank you," the girl replied. Hiccup got the sense that the yak milk was more of the mother's favorite than the daughter's, but she wasn't about to complain. The mother chattered on and her voice faded. Hiccup guessed she was moving to another room or alcove in the tower. If not worried over the women hearing him, he would have cursed his own stupidity out loud. Of course people still lived here. What had he been thinking to assume it was abandoned? This might cause him a fair amount of trouble.

Hiccup focused again on the conversation outside the wardrobe. The mother must have asked the daughter something, because she was talking again.

"Well, Mother, there's something I wanted to tell you," the girl said, excitement building in her voice. Hiccup strained to hear.

The older woman sighed loudly, apparently not having heard her daughter. "Oh, Astrid, dear. You know I hate leaving you after a fight . . . especially when I've done absolutely nothing wrong."

Hiccup realized with a start that the girl was standing right next to him when she announced, "I was thinking about what we were talking about earlier, and-"

"I hope you're not still talking about the stars, dear," the mother huffed in frustration. Hiccup winced. He'd heard that tone before.

The girl hummed, just as frustrated. "I'm leading up to that."

"I thought we dropped the issue."

"Mother, I know you're sure that I can't handle myself out there, that I'm not strong enough-"

"I know you're not strong enough, dear." Hiccup grimaced. All the interruptions was, again, familiar.

"But mother, I-"

"Astrid."

"But if you just-"

"We are done talking!"

"Trust me, I-"

"Astrid!"

"- I know what I'm-"

Hiccup winced as the shriek echoed through the tower. "You have no other life, Astrid! You are never leaving this tower! Ever!"

There was an eternally long silence. Hiccup froze, desperate to make no noise. The wood of the wardrobe creaked. Hiccup bit his lip and waited for something, anything.

Finally, the older woman spoke. "Oh, great. Now I'm the bad guy."

Hiccup listened as the girl sighed. "I was ... I was going to say that I know what I want for my birthday."

A chair across the room screeched against the floor. Hiccup could barely make out the older woman's voice, but she must have asked a question, because the girl said, "Yeah. A new telescope."

"The only vendor for that lives three days from here, Astrid," the mother said, voice rising.

"I just thought it would be a better idea," the girl replied, voice painfully soft. "I'd like to watch ... watch the stars."

There was another long silence. Then a loud sigh. "Alright."


End file.
